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COMMENTAIS 


The  tender  and  the  temerarious 


Julian  Budden 


GIUSEPPE  VERDI 
The  Sicilian  Vesp«rs 

Coliseum 


" Although  somewhat  lacking  in  vivid  colour  as 
a  whole,  this  opéra  is  admirable  in  its  détails;  it 
has  the  most  exquisite  harmonie  and  rhythmic 
élégance,  such  as  is  not  too  frequently  found  in 
the  great  composer's  other  works  .  .  .  .  To 
enumerate  ail  the  charms  and  strengths  of  this 
solemn  opéra  would  take  a  long  time,  since  we 
should  hâve  to  dwell  admiringly  on  each  num- 
ber."  Thus  the  twenty-two-year-old  Boito  on 
Giovanna  de  Gusman.  the  censored  Italien 
version  of  Les  Vêpres  Siciliennes,  which.  even 
after  Italian  unification,  was  slow  to  revert  to 
its  original  locale  (Boito  actually  preferred  it  in 
its  transposed  Portuguese  setting).  Ambiva- 
lent yet  basically  favourable,  it  is  a  judgment 
that  most  Verdians  would  uphold.  Like  the  god 
who  opens  the  Ballet  of  the  Seasons  (eut. 
together  with  the  bass  cabaletta  of  Act  II,  in 
this  performance)  The  Sicilian  Vespers  faces 
both  ways.  It  is  expérimental  in  that  it  shows 
Verdi  grappling  for  the  first  time  with  certain 
problems  of  French  prosody  and  taking  advan- 
tage  of  the  weak  tonic  accents  of  the  language 
to  evolve  a  style  of  melody  markedly  différent 
in  rhythmic  character  from  that  of  La  traviata 
or  Kgokao.  Echoes  of  Auber  and  Meyerbeer 
sound  through  the  composer's  familiar  voice, 
occasionally  muting  its  impact,  some  would 
say.  But  there  is  nothing  hert  of  a  patchwork 
The  style  is  consistent  throughout,  character- 
ized  tn  the  unooth  mélodie  contours,  the 
abundance  of  martial  movements  and  the  ubi- 
quitous  "rat-a-tat"  figure  with  its  connotations 
of  fatality. 

At  the  same  time  lin-  Vespers  (1855)  is  a 
work  ol  consolidation,  in  that  it  reverts  to  the 
historical  fxcaco  favoured  bj  Verdi  in  the 
1840s,  with  principals  whose  main  function  is 
toembod]  the  cuises  foi  which  the)  stand  and 
who  achjeve  individual  bumanit)  only  in  iso- 
lated  scènes  Odabella,  heroine  of  Attila 
16),  pattes  from  warrioi  maid  ta  sufrering, 

tendcr-hc.irtcd     wom.in     with     uiKoimncing 

abntptness  But  with  Hélène    hère  Italianized 

i  lena      »c  sec  the  transformation  taking 

place  before  oui  eyes  ind  eus.  from  the  roui 

il1  to  .unis  in  Act  l  to  the  ■  rzetto 

l\     rbe  opera's  slow,  sometifaies  stiffl) 

moving  action  allows  the  charactors  time  to 


reflect  as  well  as  feel;  and  reflection,  in  Verdi 
no  less  than  in  Wagner,  means  increased  tonal 
and  harmonie  interest.  Verdi's  early  ténors  are 
not  noticeably  unsure  of  themselves.  Henri 
(Arrigo  in  this  production),  torn  between  hope 
and  fear,  strikes  a  new  note  in  his  Act  III  "air" 
with  its  restless  changes  of  mode  and  key.  Like- 
wise  Montfort,  sadly  musing  on  the  son  who 
has  been  brought  up  to  hâte  him.  explores 
strange  harmonie  territory  somewhat  in  Ber- 
lioz's  manner.  Only  Dr  Procida  remains 
irredeemably  two-dimensional:  a  stern,  in- 
flexible Ayatollah,  who.  alone  among  operatic 
revolutionaries,  has  no  personal  motive  for  his 
actions.  Disinterested  patriotism  may  be 
admirable,  but  it  does  not  make  for  musical 
interest;  and  after  launching  him  with  one  of 
the  noblest,  most  beautiful  arias  in  the  bass 
répertoire  ("Et  toi,  Palerme")  Verdi  can  do 
nothing  further  for  him. 

Length  and  spectacle  hâve  tended  to  make 
The  Sicilian  Vespers  a  festival  rather  than  a 
repertory  pièce  (one  remembers  the  1951  pro- 
duction at  the  Maggio  Musicale  Fiorentino 
with  Maria  ("allas  as  the  soprano  lead  and  the 
inaugural  performance  of  the  rebuilt  Teatro 
Regio  in  Turin  in  1973  with  the  same  singer  in 
the  less  congenial  rôle  of  producer).  Mark 
Elder  and  his  forces  show  complète  faith  in  the 
opera's  ability  to  attract  a  normal  Coliseum 
audience.  The  musical  organization  is  excel- 
lent, the  pacing  of  the  score  wonderfully  sure 
and  every  détail  lovingly  attended  to.  Josef 
Svoboda's  set.  which  has  already  done  duty  in 
Hamburg  and  Paris,  is  starkly  effective,  with  its 
broad.  zigzag  staircase  and  tierce  top-lighting. 
though  more  suitable.  perhaps.  to  one  of  those 
cut-price  versions  "fur  die  deutsche  Bùhnen 
bearbeitet"  once  so  common  in  provincial  Ger- 
many.  Indeed.  as  I  recollect,  the  Hamburg 
production,  though  sung  in  Italian.  was  of  this 
order.  bemg  shortened  and  re-|igged.  with  the 
1863  romance  substituted  for  Henrfs  original 
air.  In  London.  bj  ingénions  staging.  the  final 
massacre  cornes  ofi  well,  as  does  the  thwarted 

assassination  ol  Montfort  in  Act  III.  Not  so  the 

seizure  of  the  brides  in  Act  II  With  nothing  ti  i 
suggest  the  sea  nearby,  the  bridai  dance  mighi 
be  i  Hallowe'en  orgj  on  the  Brocken  foi  ail 
thaï  one  can  sec  of  whal  is  going  on,  The  soi 
diers'  action  should  be  a  concerted  coup  which 
takes  the  Sicilian:  Completel)  bj  surpris* 
Hère  H  is  a  mess)  affaii  lasting  much  longei 
than  the  score  indicates  though  doubtkst  the 
token  résistance  offered  bj  the  Suilians  would 


hâve  pleased  the  composer. 

As  Elena,  Rosalind  Plowright  is  outstanding 
from  her  opening  aria  (sung  at  its  full,  exacting 
length)  to  the  light-hearted  Sicilienne.  In  the 
ensembles  her  voice  is  gloriously  dominant; 
and  she  projects  the  character  in  ail  its  aspects, 
aided  by  looks  and  a  stage  présence  that  many 
an  international  star  might  envy.  A  slight 
fïdgetiness  in  the  duets  will  doubtless  settle 
down  in  time.  Neil  Howlett  gives  a  finely 
rounded  performance  of  the  first  of  Verdi's 
careworn  rulers  (Doge  Foscari  apart),  who 
long  for  the  affection  and  the  domestic  happi- 
ness  permitted  to  ordinary  mortals.  Command- 
ing  a  fîrm  Une  and  a  rich  grateful  tone.  he  fills 
every  phrase  with  significance;  and  every  word 
is  audible,  no  matter  where  he  stands.  Kenneth 
Collins's  passionate  Italianate  ténor  is  not 
ideally  suited  to  a  rôle  that  often  calls  for  re- 
straint.  Indeed  he  might  almost  hâve  spared  us 
his  Act  V  Mélodie  with  its  floated  top  D,  so 
completely  is  it  outside  his  vocal  Fach.  But  the 
moments  of  high  émotion  find  him  more  than 
adéquate.  Richard  Van  Allan  plays  the  con- 
spiratorial  doctor  with  great  authority  and  voc- 
al poise;  but  he  should  watch  a  tendency  to 
shout  his  high  notes  sharp. 

"I  hâve  the  greatest  sympathy  for  ail  the  bad 
translations  that  are  going  round,  since  it's  im- 
possible to  make  a  good  one":  Verdi's  own 
words,  referring  to  this  very  opéra.  The  same 
thought  is  prompted  by  Edmund  Tracey's  on 
the  whole  very  serviceable  English  version. 
The  fact  is  that  the  recurring  "rat-a-tat"  figures 
always  sound  clumsy  in  any  language  but 
French.  Then  too  it  is  the  misfortune  of  ail 
translations  that  while  their  felicities  pass  un- 
noticed  the  jarring  words  remain  in  the  mind. 
Granted  that  any  solution  is  bound  to  be  a 
compromise  I  wonder  whether  we  hâve  our 
priorities  right.  Is  it  so  important  to  préserve 
the  syllabic  distribution  of,  say,  "Téméraire!" 
when  the  resuit  is  the  implausibly  mild  "You 
are  headstrong!"?  Something  like  "Foolhardy 
vouth!"  would  sit  just  as  well  on  the  musical 
phrase  while  maintaining  the  exclamatory  tone 
of  the  original.  There  is  a  tradition  that  the 
near-rhyme  is  valid  in  opéra;  but  if  the  propin- 
quity  is  that  between  "disfigured"  and  "with- 
ered"  it  is  best  avoided  altogether.  So  will  the 
Coliseum  hâve  to  bow  to  the  now  almost  uni- 
versal  practice  of  Originalsprachel  I  obstinate- 
ly  hope  for  the  advent  of  a  modem  Dent,  with 
Dent's  capacity  for  latéral  thinking  ,  to  vindic- 
ate  opéra  in  English. 


The  Execution  of 
Frederick  of  Austria 
and  Conradin 


Vaudemont:  ' 1 1  was 

wrong.' 

Béthune:  ' Worie  still  it 

was  pointless.' 

from  Scnbe's  onginal  draft  for 
the  hbretto 


Frederick  of  Austria 

In  Verdis  opéra  Elena  is 
supposed  to  be  the  sister  of 
Frederick  of  Austria  and  Amgo 
daims  that  Frederick  treated 
him  almost  as  a  son.  Both  are 
strongly  motivated  by  a 
Personal  désire  to  avenge 
Fredenck's  death.  The  histoncal 
Frederick  had  no  senous  con- 
nection with  Italy  -  apart  from 
havmg  had  the  ill-fortune  to 
meet  his  death  there.  He  was 
the  grandson  of  the  fractious 
Frederick  Duke  of  Austna,  one 
of  the  most  troublesome  of 
Emperor  Frederick  ll's  German 
magnâtes  who  had.  in  the  end. 
allied  himself  with  the  Emperor. 
The  Emperor  was  indeed  only 
prevented  from  marrying  his 
daughter,  Gertrude,  by  papal 
excommunication,  and  she 
married  instead  Herman. 
margrave  of  Baden.  When  her 
father  died,  she  claimed  the 
duchy  of  Austna  for  herself  and 
for  her  infant  son  Frederick  but 
was  powerless  to  enfonce  the 
daim  against  Ottocar  II  of 


Bohemia,  who  conquered  and 
held  the  duchy.  Gertrude  and 
young  Frederick  took  refuge  at 
the  court  of  Bavana.  where  he 
became  the  inséparable  com- 
panion  of  Conradin.  son  of  the 
Emperor  Conrad  IV  and 
Elisabeth  of  Bavana.  When 
Conradin  decided  to  conquer 
his  Sicilian  patnmony  from 
Charles  of  Anjou,  Fredenck 
accompanied  him.  The  two 
young  men  were  routed  at 
Tagliacozzo,  and  executed  soon 
afterwards.  As  Fredenck  was 
beheaded  first.  Conradin  was 
able  to  kiss  the  severed  head. 
and  lament  the  insensate  folly 
which  had  resulted  only  m  the 
unnecessary  death  of  his  closest 
fnend,  before  he  himself 
suffered  the  same  fate.    LG 


'I  will  take  as  a  model 
the  way  he  lived  his  life, 
the  way  he  met  his  death.' 


Arngo.  Act  One 


Eleonora  of  Aragon 


Conradin 

According  to  legend,  Pope 
Clément  urged  the  boy's  death 
[on  Charles  of  Anjou],  The 
words  Vita  Conradini.  mors 
Caroli:  vita  Caroli,  mors 
Condradini',  were  attnbuted  to 
him.  In  any  case  Charles  had 
decided  that  Conradin  must  die. 
He  would  never  be  safe  on  his 
throne  so  long  as  a  Hohen- 
staufen  prince  lived;  and 
Conradin's  boyish  charm  made 
him  ail  the  more  dangerous.  But 
Charles  was  a  legalist.  If  he  were 
so  to  outrage  the  custom  of  the 
time  by  putting  a  captive  enemy 
prince  to  death,  he  must  hâve 
légal  backmg . . .  Charies's  judges 
knew  what  was  expected  of 
them.  After  a  short  process 
they  pronounced  Conradin 
guilty.  and  with  him  his  fnend 
Frederick  of  Baden,  whose  only 
crime  had  been  loyalty.  Both 
were  sentenced  to  décapita- 
tion, A  scaffold  was  erected  on 
the  Campo  Moncmo  in  Naples. 
the  site  of  the  présent  Piazza 
del  Mercato.  There.  on 
October  29. 1268.  Conradin 
and  Frederick  were  publicly 
beheaded,  with  a  numberof 
their  followers.  It  was  the  only 


glimpse  that  the  Neapolitans 
had  of  the  lovely  sixteen-year- 
old  boy  who  might  hâve  been 
their  king.  They  never  forgot 
him. 

Conradin's  trial  and  death 
shocked  the  conscience  of 
Europe.  To  Dante,  wnting  half  a 
century  later,  Conradin  was  an 
innocent  victim.  Even  the  Pope, 
glad  though  he  was  to  see  the 
extinction  of  the  viper's  brood. 
was  deeply  distressed.  The 
Guelf  histonan  Villani  was 
desperately  anxious  to  free 
Clement's  memory  from  ail 
suspicion  of  complicity.  To  this 
day  Charles  is  generally  con- 
demned.  even  by  Frenchmen 
eager  to  excuse  one  of  the 
ablest  sons  of  France  To  the 
Germans  it  has  always  been  the 
greatest  crime  in  history. 
Centuries  later  the  poet  Heine 
wrote  of  it  with  bitterness.  But 
Chades  was  a  realist  who 
believed  that  the  end  justified 
the  means.  With  Conradin  dead 
he  thought  that  he  could  reign 
secure. 

from  The  Sic/ton  tèspers  by 
Steven  Runciman 


i'siï: 


Guy  de  Montfort 

•This  bloodthirsty  tyrant 

oppressor- 
You  will  brave  his  rage  in 

the  f  ightr 

Elena  to  Arngo.  Act  Two 


A  capitol  in  Palermo  cathedral: 
William  II  offers  the  cathedral  to  the 
Madonna. 


The  histoncal  Guy  de  Montfort 
was  nevergovemorof  Sicily.  He 
was,  however,  an  important 
memberof  Charles  of  Anjou's 
court,  helped  Charles  in  his 
conquest  of  Island  Sicily.  and 
held  for  a  time  the  important 
administrative  office  ofvicar 
under  him.  He  was  the  son  of 
Simon  de  Montfort,  erstwhile 
fnend,  brother-in-law,  and  finally 
implacable  foe  of  Henry  III  of 
England.  Guy  was  présent  at  his 
father's  defeat  at  Evesham,  but 
escaped  abroad  to  join  Charles 
of  Anjou  to  whom  he  was, 
through  his  royal  mother, 
related.  Guy 's  life,  like  that  of  his 
operatic  counterpart,  was 
ruined  by  a  single  crime  of 
passion  (but  it  was  murder 
ratherthan  râpe).  In  1271  at 
Viterbo,  Guy  avenged  the  death 
of  his  father  by  killmg  Henry  of 
Germany,  a  nephew  of  Henry  III 
(and  his  own  cousin),  who  had 
fought  on  the  royal  side  at 
Evesham.  The  time  and  the 
manner  were  unfortunate:  Guy 
stabbed  the  young  Pnnce  in  the 
back  while  he  was  in  church  at 
prayer.  The  deed  offended  the 
religious  and  chivalnc  sensi- 
bilises of  the  day.  and  Guy  was 


outlawed  and  excommunicated. 
Charles  of  Anjou  did  his 
best  to  protect  Guy  but  the 
murder  of  Henry  seems  to  hâve 
eamed  Guy  the  undymg  hatred 
of  Henry's  -  and  Guy 's  -  cousin, 
Edward  I  of  England.  Edward 
pursued  Guy's  destruction  with 
a  vigour  and  détermination  that 
puts  Procida  and  Elena  in  the 
shade.  Edward  leaned  on 
successive  popes  to  keep 
Guy  excommunicate.  and 
attempted  to  persuade  the  kmg 
of  Norway  to  arrest  Guy  when 
Guy  was  there  on  unknown 
business.  Finally.  in  1287.  Guy. 
still  in  the  service  of  the 
Angevins,  was  captured  at  sea 
by  the  Aragonese.  The  original 
ransom  demanded  for  Guy  was 
8.000  oz  of  gold.  This  was  duly 
collected  from  Guy's  vassals  and 
supporters  but  the  ransom  was 
quite  suddenly  mcreased  to 
1 0.000  oz.  Guy  could  not  afford 
to  pay;  he  languished  in  prison 
until  his  death,  possibly  from 
suicide,  m  1 292.  The  much- 
mcreased  ransom  demand 
which  was  his  undoing  was 
almost  certamly  the  final 
revenge  of  Edward  I.  LG 


Giovanni  da  Procida 

•Wherever  I  went  on  my 

travels 
I  sought  for  revenge  and 

for  aid. 
No-one  would  ever 

listen, 
None  would  take  pity, 

everyone  said: 
Rise  and  challenge  y  our 

foes.' 

Procida,  Act  Two 


Giovanni  da  Procida  was  born  in 
1 2 1 0.  He  entered  the  médical 
profession,  and  became 
Professor  of  Médiane  at  the 
University  of  Salemo.  and 
Personal  physician  to  the 
Emperor  Frederick  II.  As  such, 
he  attended  Frederick  on  his 
death-bed  in  1 250,  though  the 
colourful  account  by  the  papal 
chaplain  of  the  Emperor  dymg 
'suffenng  excruciatingly  from 
dysentery,  gnashing  his  teeth, 
foammg  at  the  mouth  and 
screaming'  probably  reflects 
papal  hatred  for  Frederick 
rather  than  Procida's  profes- 
sional  limitations,  By  1275,he 
had  decided  tojoin  Constance 
(Fredenck's  grand-daughter 
and  the  Hohenstaufen  claimant 
to  the  Sicilian  crown),  at  the 
court  of  Aragon.  There  he 
helped  prépare  the  way  for  the 
Aragonese  annexation  of  Sicily. 
Already,  by  the  1 4th  century, 
extensive  legends  had  devel- 
oped  around  Procida's  activities 
in  thèse  years.  Some  legends 
claimed  that  the  râpe  and 
murder  of  his  wife  and 
daughters  by  French  troops 
added  a  personal  motive  to  his 
schemes  to  destroy  the  régime 
of  Charles  of  Anjou.  AH  of  them 
relate  the  travels  of  Procida,  in 
vanous  disguises,  in  Sicily,  Italy. 
Spain,  and  to  the  court  of  the 
Eastern  Emperor  at  Constan- 
tinople.  fomentmg  rébellion,  and 
building  up  support  for  a  Sicilian 
revolt.  It  is,  however,  quite  clear 
from  documentary  évidence 
that  Procida  did  not  leave 
Barcelona  dunng  this  penod. 
though  he  undoubtedly  directed 
agents  from  there.  It  is  also 
clear  that  he  did  not  do  this  on 
his  own  account.  but  under  the 
aegisof  Constance  and  Peter  of 
Aragon.  He  was  well  rewarded 
for  his  labours.  He  became 
chancellorofConstance's 
administration  m  Sicily  m  1 283, 
and  fmally  chancellor  of  Aragon 
in  1291.  LG 

In  ail  previous  versions  of  the 
Sicilian  Vespers,  Procida,  like 
Massaniello  (m  Auber's 
La  Muette  de  Ponia,  1 828)  or 
William  Tell  (m  Rossmi's  opéra. 
1 829)  always  has  a  pnvate. 
family  reason  for  action  as  well 
as  a  patnotic  one.  This  was  an 


essential  feature  of  the 
nmeteenth-century  melo- 
dramatic  tradition,  without 
which  the  audience's  sympathy 
could  not  be  guaranteed.  Scnbe 
was  evidently  aware  of  this 
from  the  start  and  wrote  to 
Duveyner 

'There's  a  point  on  which  l'm 
still  undecided;  you  can  help  me. 
Accordmg  to  history.  Jean 
Procida,  who  was  a  doctor's 
son  and  a  doctor  himself,  was 
dishonoured  mthematterofhis 
wife.  We  could  suppose  that  his 
wife  had  been  raped  by  Charles 
de  Montfort,  that  she  had  a 
child  by  him,  whom  Procida 
accepted  as  his  own  in  order  to 
conceal  his  shame;  but  he  knows 
perfectly  well  it  isn't  his.  It's  our 
old  fnend  Henn  de  Bruges 
whom  he  bnngs  up  to  hâte  the 
French  and  above  ail  Charles 
de  Montfort,  and  he  puts  a 
dagger  m  his  hand  to  kill  his  own 
father. 

This  is  very  Sicilian,  It  would  be 
perfect  for  a  play;  l'm  not  sure 
whether  at  the  Opéra  where 
everythmg  has  to  be  simple  it 
might  not  complicate  the  action 
too  much.  But  it's  a  good  idea.  In 
that  case  Hélène  could  be  the 
sister  of  the  young  Frédéric 
who  had  been  beheaded  with 
his  fnend  Conradin  by  Charles 
d'Anjou  and  the  French, 

Altematively  our  old  fnend 
Henri  de  Bruges  could  be  Luigi 
di  Torella,  son  of  a  noble  Sicilian 
lady.  no  matter  whom.  and 
Hélène  could  be  . . .  Procida's 
daughter.  Thmk  about  it  and 
décide.' 

Presumably  Duveyner  opted 
for  the  compromise  whereby 
Hélène  [Elena]  is  Fredenck's 
sister,  over  whom  Procida 
exercises  a  dismterested 
guardianship.  while  Henn 
[Arngo]  remains  Henn  [Arngo] 
and  mdependent.  Procida  is 
merely  a  résistance  fighter  with 
no  personal  axe  to  gnnd  -  a  fact 
of  which  Verdi  was  to  complam 
bitterly  later  on. 

from  The  Opéras  of  Verdi,  by  Julian 
Budden 
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Paris  offered  an  irrésistible  pull 
for  the  Italian  opéra  composera 
of  the  1 9th  century.  Few 
escaped:  Rossini.  Bellini, 
Donizetti  and  Verdi  were  ail 
drawn  there.  eager  to  exchange 
the  frustrating  conventions,  the 
brinkmanship  of  producing 
opéras,  the  instability  of  man- 
agements and  the  all-too-often 
shoddy  standards  of  Italy  for  the 
infïiriating  bureaucracy  of  Pans. 
Why  should  the  grass  hâve 
seemed  so  much  greener 
beyond  the  Alps? 

Paris  meant,  above  ail.  security, 
and  time  to  work.  Added  to  this 
were  ample  rehearsal  time. 
stable  rosters  of  first-class 
singers  and  stage  personnel, 
opportunities  to  deploy  huge 
casts.  choruses  and  ballet,  high 
standards  of  performance  and 
the  sophisticated  musical 
environment  of  a  major  capital, 
far  beyond  anything  Italy  could 
offer.  At  first  sight.  Paris  offered 
every  advantage.  The  difficultés 
of  workmg  there  were  not 
usually  slow  to  appear.  and 
thèse  are  well  exemplified  by 
the  story  of  The  Sfcfcn  tèspefs. 

By  the  early  1 850s.  Verdi  had 
just  about  exhausted  the  possi- 
bilities  of  the  Italian  romantic 
opéra.  Rço/etto  summed  up  ail 
he  had  previously  written. 
though  in  it  he  was  feeling  his 
way  to  new  forms  and  tech- 
niques. Il  Xrovalore.  which  he 
began  as  an  attempt  to  develop 
a  style  of 'seamless'  opéra, 
ended  up  as  a  highly  conven- 
tional  form  filled  with  music  of 
unsurpassed  emotional  energy 
-  nothing  further  could  be 
achieved  along  thèse  lines  Both 
Sti/fèfo  and  La  travata.  though 
conservative  in  structure, 
exploded  the  social  conventions 
of  Italian  opéra  by  their 
unprecedented  exposure  of 
human  behaviour.  If  he  were  not 
to  stand  still.  he  had  to  break 
new  ground. 

Verdi  was  no  stranger  to  Pans. 
Several  years  befbre.  he  had 
adapted  (  Lombard  for  the 
Opéra  as  Jérusalem,  and  he 
knew  what  conditions  he  would 
hâve  to  work  under.  The  Pans 
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The  structural  unity  < 


Roman  Vlad 

The  musical  quality  of  Verdi's 
opéras  has  aroused  divided 
opinion  for  many  décades  In 
common  with  the  other  great 
Italian  operatic  composers, 
Verdi  is  felt  to  hâve  contnbuted 
little  to  the  development  of 
musical  form.  to  the  revolt  from 
traditional  harmony  and  tonal 
unity.  and  to  a  freer  use  of 
dissonance  and  ofthe  12-note 
scale.  Yet  his  masterpieces.  and 
certamly  The  Sicilian  Vfespers. 
display  an  intnnsic  cohérence 
and  structural  unity  As  the 
great  Italian  musicologist, 
Massimo  Mila.  maintams,  this 
opéra  'holds  a  unique  -  m  a 
sensé,  crucial  -  position  m 
Verdis  career' 

Verdi  began  wntmg  The  Sicilian 
\fesppr;  when  he  had  already 
excelled  himself  with  his  three 
popular  masterpieces.  Rigoletto. 
//  trovatore  and  La  troviata. 
Where  could  he  go  from  there 
without  repeatmg  himself?  In 
fact,  after  thèse  opéras  had 
been  completed.  Verdi  entered 
upon  an  ardently  progressive 
phase  of  creativity.  callmg  for 
anythmg  that  was  new.  seeking 
freedom  from  conventions  and 
experimentmg  with  novel  forms 


This  spontaneous  urge  hap- 
pened  to  coïncide  with  a 
commission  he  received  from 
the  Pans  Opéra  to  wnte  The 
Sicilian  Vfespers.  And  the 
composer  was  well  aware  that 
the  musical  world  abroad  - 
especially  m  Pans  -  represented 
a  tremendous  challenge  for 
Italian  opéra  composers, 
especially  when  it  came  to 
orchestration  and  harmony. 

In  order  to  achieve  this,  Verdi 
had  no  need  to  draw  on  the 
musical  substance  of 
Meyerbeer's  opéras  for 
nounshment  The  very  fact  that 
he  had  agreed  to  compose  The 
Sialian  Vespers  accordmg  to  the 
strict  requirements  of  grand 
opéra  that  pertamed  m  Pans  in 
the  mid- 1 9th  century  -  ofwhich 
Meyerbeer  was  the  most  out- 
standmg  exponent  -  made  it 
inévitable  that  Verdi  would  be 
accused  of  'Meyerbeensm', 
especially  by  Italian  cntics  In 
fact,  the  companson  with 
Meyerbeercan  be  seen  more 


cleariy  m  the  style  and  outlme  of 
the  libretto,  This  is  not  to  imply 
that  the  music  of  The  Sicilian 
Vfespers  reflects  nothmg  of 
Meyerbeer's  influence:  Verdi 
certainly  did  not  ignore  the  new 
éléments  his  contemporary  had 
mtroduced  into  orchestral  tech- 
nique -  it  is  difficult  to  think  of 
any  prominent  composer  ofthe 
penod  who  was  not  so 
influenced  Even  Wagner,  who 
utterly  deprecated  any  sus- 
picion of  'effects  without  causes' 
in  Meyerbeer's  work,  surrep- 
titiously  adopted  similar  effects 
himself  He  failed.  perhaps,  to 
réalise  the  irony  that,  m 
attnbutmg  to  someone  the 
ability  to  produce  'effects 
without  causes'  he  was  actually 
attnbutmg  him  with  magical 
powers  rather  than  cnticising 
him. 

And  if  it  is  true  that  the  score  of 
The  Siciton  Vfespers  is  'not  as 
beautiful  as  R/go/etto  but  more 
advanced'.  it  is  equally  true  that 
this  opéra  is  also  more 
advanced  than  Meyerbeer's 
subséquent  compositions  -  and. 
it  might  also  be  said,  even  than 
muchof  Berlioz's  work.  desoite 
any  appearance  to  the  contrary 


f  'The  Sicilian  Vespers' 


The  S/ci/ion  Vèspers began  Verdis 
central  cycle  of  creativity  that 
was  to  include  A  Masked  Bail. 
Don  Carlos.  Aida  and  Simon 
Boccanegra.  The  modem  aspect 
of  the  score  is  not  so  much  a 
question  of  unorthodox  har- 
monies -  for  Verdi  had  already 
begun  to  expenment  with 
unconventional  intervais  m 
opéras  of  his  early  penod  such 
as  Alztra  and  Attila  -  but  of  the 
handlmgof  harmonie,  rhythmic 
and  structural  form.  Most  stnk- 
ing  of  ail,  even  more  than  in 
La  traviata  and  Don  Carlos,  is  the 
interrelationship  of  the  thèmes 
the  theoretical  basis  of  this 
interrelationship  was  only  to  be 
analysed  m  our  own  century. 

The  Sic/ton  Vespers  also  repre- 
sents  an  early  example  of  a 
work  that  goes  beyond  the 
conventional  polanty  of  major- 
minor  keys  and  recalls  the  old 
musical  modes:  this  was  to  be 
one  of  the  main  levers  by  which 
?th  century  brought  new 
life  into  Italian  music.  Mila  is 
correct  m  perceiving  m  this 


opéra  'the  dawn  of  a  new 
conception  of  opéra  m  which 
the  music  does  not  only  seek  to 
represent  fully  rounded  char- 
acters  but  also  to  set  them  m 
their  histoncal  and  social 
settmg'  The  musical  définition  of 
the  'histoncal  and  social  settmg' 
ofPalermo  in  1282,  where  the 
action  of  the  opéra  takes  place. 
is  lent  particular  colour  by  the 
use  of  modes  from  the  very 
start  of  the  Sinfonia,  a  pièce 
which  both  opens  the  opéra 
and  m  itself  summanses  the 
action.  The  soft,  insistent  mur- 
munng  of  the  stnngs  -  to  which 
the  daims  seem  to  écho  a 
reply  -  suggests  the  smoulder- 
ing  under-current  of  disquiet 
and  rébellion  so  deeply  felt  by 
the  populace.  It  has  been 
suggested  that  this  dérives  from 
the  choral  épisode  in  the 
second  Finale  m  which  the 
Sicilians  express  their  deep 
sensé  of  humiliation  at  the 
propnetary  attitude  adopted 
towards  their  women  by  the 


occupying  French  soldiers: 
'With  anger  I  flushed!  Terror  is 
in  my  breast1' 

It  is  open  to  question  whether 
the  openmg  thème  of  the 
Sinfonia  cornes  from  the  choral 
épisode  in  the  second  Finale  - 
which  would  présuppose  that 
the  Sinfonra  was  wntten  after 
the  rest  of  the  opéra  -  or 
whether  the  Chorus  m  the 
second  Finale  develops  the 
thème  already  expounded  in 
the  Sinfonia  which  would  imply 
that  the  latter  had  been 
conceived  first.  The  question  is 
really  académie  but  the  fact 
remains  that.  Iike  Mozart's 
overture  to  Don  Giovanni,  the 
Sinfonia  gives  a  musical  foretaste 
of  the  whole  séquence  of 
dramatic  events  m  the  opéra. 
the  salient  thèmes  bemg  stated 
and  symphonically  developed  or 
synthesised  within  it 

In  the  second  Finale,  however.  it 
is  important  to  note  that  the 
thème  which  represents  the 
feeling  of  popular  unrest  is 
made  to  unfold  at  length  It  is 
the  rhythmical  structure  of  this 
thème,  with  innumerable  varia- 
tions, that  permeates  th»- 
fabnc  of  the  opéra 


The  fend  between  the  Emperors 

and  the  Popes  polansed  Italian 

politics  for  the  next  two  centunes 

viz:  /  Capulet)  e  /  Montecchi  Bellini, 

1 830  and  Simon  Bocconegro  Verdi. 

1857 


le  nephew  of  Richard.  Cœur  de  bon 
Grétry,  1 784 


le  the  great-grandson  of  Louis  VII  in 
Euryont/ie  Weber,  1 823 


I  Pirata  Bellini.  1827 


rumours  that  the  nghtful  heir, 
Conradin,  was  dead.  Manfred 
was,  like  his  father,  capable, 
cultured  and  charmmg,  and 
moreover  had  no  possessions 
to  distract  him  from  Sicily.  The 
internai  stability  of  the  kmgdom 
had,  however,  been  irretriev- 
ably  damaged  m  the  first  half  of 
the  1 3th  century,  and  the  popes 
continued  to  exert  their  feudal 
rights,  declanng  him  an  illégal 
usurper-  as  indeed  he  was  - 
and  offenng  Sicily  at  a  substan- 
tial  price  to  any  prince  strong 
enough  to  defeat  him.  They 
offered  it  first  to  Richard  of 
Cornwall,  younger  brother  of 
Henry  III  of  England,  Richard 
seems  to  hâve  been  alone  in 
recognising  the  sheer  ungovem- 
abihty  of  Sicily  when  he  replied: 
'You  might  as  well  say,  I  will  sell 
or  give  you  the  moon,  go  up  and 
take  it.'  Charles  of  Anjou, 
younger  brother  of  Louis  IX. 
the  saintly  king  of  France,  was 
more  audacious.  In  1266,  with 
papal  blessing,  and  a  huge  army, 
he  invaded  the  kmgdom  of  Sicily. 
Manfred  was  defeated  and 
killed  at  the  battle  of  Benevento, 
and  Charles  became  king. 

But  the  kmgdom  which  Charles 
had  won.  and  for  which  he  had 
to  pay  the  Papacy  so  much 
money.  was  no  longer  the  land 
of  milk  and  honey  that  it  had 
appeared  underthe  Nonmans. 
In  the  later  1 2th  and  throughout 
the  1 3th  century,  internai  stnfe 
became  endémie.  The  disparate 
population  -  Lombards  and 
Greeks  on  the  mainland,  Arabs 
and  Greeks  on  the  island.  and 
the  relatively  small  numberof 
Norman  and  North  European 
adventurers  -  had  lent  the 
kmgdom  its  exotic  quality,  and 
made  it  the  centre  of  cultural 
interchange,  but  racial  hatreds 
seem  to  hâve  mereased  rather 
thandimimshed. 

Baronial  discontent  mereased 
dunng  the  reign  of  Frederick  II 
because  he  consistently 
excluded  them  from  political 
power.  Manfred  owed  his 
defeat  at  Benevento  in  1 266  as 
much  to  baronial  désertion,  as 


to  French  military  prowess. 
Charles  of  Anjou  adopted  the 
Hohenstaufen  administrative 
machine  but  staffed  it  with  men 
from  his  own  French  lands.  The 
hatred  of  those  excluded  from 
power  focussed  once  agam  on 
the  'new  men':  it  focussed  this 
time  ail  the  more  clearly 
because  the  'new  men'  were 
French.  Ironically,  it  was 
Frederick  ll's  much  resented 
'new  men'  who  now  provided 
the  core  of  the  opposition  to 
Charles,  as  the  career  of  John  of 
Procida  shows.  The  Aragonese, 
who  had  designs  on  Sicily. 
exploited  baronial  discontent  to 
the  full. 

The  discontent  which  issued  in 
the  massacre  of  the  Vespers 
was  not  confined  to  the 
magnâtes.  It  was  very  broadly 
based  indeed.  By  the  late  1 3th 
century,  the  legendary  wealth  of 
Sicily  had  evaporated,  her 
peoples  were  poor  and  over- 
taxed.  and  the  cities  in  decay. 
The  Normans  had  taxed  thetr 
subjects  heavily  but  taxation 
under  their  successors  was 
extortionate.  Frederick  II  was 
the  first  European  king  to 
mtroduce  an  annual  gênerai  tax 
and  taxation  was  undoubtedly 
even  heavier  under  Charles  of 
Anjou.  Both  Frederick  II  and 
Charles  bled  Sicily  dry  to 
finance  their  ambitious  projects 
beyond  the  kingdom:  Charles 
ruled,  through  his  wife.  the 
enormous  county  of  Provence; 
substantial  areas  of  the  Greek 
penmsula  were  client  States;  and 
he  was  on  the  point  of  mvading 
the  Eastem  Empire  at 
Constantinople. 

There  was  very  little  m  the  way 
of  économie  development  to 
compensate  and  the  island  itself 
was  more  neglected  than  the 
mainland.  It  was  the  island  that 
had  been  the  centre,  as 
Palermo  had  been  the  capital,  of 
the  Norman  kingdom. 
Frederick  II  preferred  Apulia. 
where  he  had  spent  his 
boyhood.  and  made  Naples  his 
capital  The  new  emphasis  was 
never  reversed.  and  was  deeply 
led 


Thus  Charles  of  Anjou  had 
acquired  a  kingdom  already 
fundamentally  unstable,  and  his 
own  rule  did  nothing  to  hait,  and 
everythmg  to  deepen,  the 
décline.  In  splte  of  his 
undoubted  abilities  -  he  had 
courage,  détermination,  a  sensé 
of  justice,  and  a  flair  for 
administration  -  he  lacked  the 
charm  that  had  distmguished  the 
Hohenstaufen.  Even  his  political 
ally,  Pope  Clément  IVdescnbed 
him  as  'gracious  neither  to  his 
own,  nor  to  other  people,  being 
neither  visible,  audible,  affable 
nor  amiable'.  Norwas  he 
handsome.  His  skin  was  sallow, 
and  his  nose  unprepossessmgly 
long.  His  gnm  personality  threw 
into  relief  the  brilliance  of  the 
defeated  Hohenstaufen,  who 
began  to  inspire  in  their  subjects 
an  affection  which  they  had  not 
always  enjoyed  during  their 
lifetimes. 

Moreover.the  Hohenstaufen 
family  had  not  been 
exterminated  with  the  death  of 
Manfred.  There  remained 
Conradin,  1 5-year-old  son  of 
Conrad  IV,  in  Germany,  and 
Constance,  only  surviving 
legitimate  child  of  Manfred,  who 
was  marned  to  Peter,  heir  to 
the  throne  of  Aragon-Catalonia. 

Conradin  was  the  first  to 
attempt  to  regain  Sicily.  invading 
the  kingdom  with  a  German 


army  m  1 268.  but  he  was 
defeated  and  executed  (with  his 
close  fnend  Frederick  of 
Baden).  Contemporary  Europe 
was  shocked  because  impor- 
tant prisoners  of  war  were 
generally  exchanged  for 
ransom.  In  the  kingdom  itself, 
the  exécution  only  deepened 
the  affection  of  the  Sicilians  for 
the  Hohenstaufen,  and  their 
hatredof  Charles. 

Manfred's  daughter,  Constance, 
presented  a  more  serious 
threat  to  Charles's  hold  on  the 
kingdom.  The  wily  James  I,  kmg 
of  Aragon  and  count  of 
Catalonia,  arranged  the 
marriage  of  the  heiress  of  Sicily 
with  his  son  Peter  m  1 260,  in 
order  to  add  the  kingdom  to 
his  growing  empire.  After 
Manfred's  death,  James  insisted 
on  his  daughter-in-law's  title  as 
Queen  of  Sicily,  and  the 
Aragonese  court  became  a 
centre  for  dispossessed  and 
disaffected  Sicilians.  They 
mcluded  Frederick  ll'sold 
physician,  John  of  Procida,  who 
lived  in  Barcelona  from  1 275  to 
1 282.  John  was  by  now  a  very 
old  man,  and  it  is  clear  from 
documentary  évidence  that  he 
did  not.  as  legend  has  it. 
travel  around  Italy  and  to 
Constantmople,  seeking 
support  for  the  Sicilians.  But  his 
rôle  in  fomentmg  rébellion  in 


the  kingdom  of  Siciliy  was 
nonetheless  vital. 

In  the  eariy  1 280s  Charles  of 
Anjou  was  planning  an  invasion 
of  the  Eastem  Empire.  The 
Aragonese  took  advantage  of 
this  by  encouraging  baronial 
revolt  in  Sicily  In  1282,  Peter  of 
Aragon,  under  pretence  of 
organising  a  Crusade.  assem- 
bled  an  enormous  fleet  off  Tunis, 
ready  to  attack  Sicily  should  the 
opportunity  arise.  The  Emperor 
at  Constantmople  seems  also 
to  hâve  been  involved  m  the 
encouragement  of  Sicilian  rébel- 
lion, because  it  was,  in  effect 
his  only  way  of  preventing 
Charles's  invasion. 

The  incident  which  sparked  off 
the  massacre  -  the  insulting 
behaviour  of  a  French  soldier 
to  a  Sicilian  woman  at  the 
church  of  Santo  Spinto  in 
Palermo.  on  March  30. 1 282  - 
seems  to  hâve  been  quite 
spontaneous.  The  planning  of 
the  Sicilian  exiles  and  the 
Aragonese  ensured  that  the 
bloody  momentum  was  kept 
up.  It  cannot  hâve  been  too 
difficult  The  Sicilian  Vespers  was 
the  final  conflagration  after 
almost  a  century  of  misgovem- 
ment  neglect  and  bitter. 
smouldenng  resentment 
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